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Chapter 1: The Idea
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Willa Hines stared at her phone screen. The view count sat at forty-three thousand. Three months ago, she averaged twice that. Her comments section still moved fast—fast enough to remind her people were watching—but the numbers didn't lie. She was slipping.

"You should do something big for Halloween," a comment read. "Like a real haunted house. Not that fake stuff."

She scrolled past twenty more similar suggestions before typing a reply. "Drop locations."

Within an hour, her DMs flooded. Most were jokes. One name appeared three times: Blackwood Manor. She searched it. Abandoned since 1892. Built by a railroad magnate who disappeared. His wife died in the house. The maid hung herself from the third-floor banister. Standard history. Nothing special.

Then she found a video. Twelve seconds, shot by a urban explorer two years ago. Grainy. Dark. At the five-second mark, she paused it.

A figure stood in an upstairs window.

She played it again. The figure was gone.

She told herself it was another explorer. But something made her save the video. Something made her zoom in on that window.

The figure was wearing a long dress.

No one wore that in an abandoned house.

Willa smiled. Finally. Something real.
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Chapter 2: The Manor
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Blackwood Manor looked worse than the photos.

The iron gate hung open, one hinge torn from the stone pillar. Weeds swallowed the front path. The house itself rose three stories, all dark windows and crumbling brick. A wooden balcony on the second floor sagged like a broken jaw.

Willa checked her signal. Two bars. Good enough.

She attached her phone to the gimbal, turned on the ring light, and hit Start. The viewer count jumped from zero to six hundred in thirty seconds.

"Hey everyone," she said, walking toward the front door. "Tonight, we're doing something different. No staged scares. No hired actors. Just me and a house where people actually died."

The door groaned open. Dust crawled out like smoke.

She stepped inside. The foyer opened into a two-story hall. A staircase curved up the right wall, its wooden steps covered in something dark—mold, maybe, or something worse. Above her, a chandelier hung by a single chain, crystals missing, the rest gray with dust.

Her signal dropped to one bar.

She looked up at the staircase. At the top, in the dark between two doors, something moved. She blinked.

Nothing.

"Did you guys see that?" she whispered to the camera.

The chat exploded with "no" and "stop lying" and "you're so fake."

She laughed it off. But her hands were cold.
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Chapter 3: The First Hour
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She explored the first floor methodically. Parlor. Library. Dining room. Each space held the same things—broken furniture, peeling wallpaper, the smell of wet wood and time.

In the parlor, a full-length mirror leaned against the far wall. The glass was cracked diagonally, splitting her reflection into two halves.

"Classic horror trope," she said, stepping in front of it. "Never look in the mirror."

She fixed her hair, laughing. On the phone screen, she saw only herself. Her green eyes. Her dark hair falling from the ponytail.

The chat loved it. Ten thousand viewers now.

She turned away from the mirror and walked into the kitchen. Rusted pots hung from ceiling hooks. A cast-iron stove dominated the far wall. She opened a cabinet and pretended to scream at a dead rat. The chat went wild.

But after the stream, she always reviewed the footage. That was her rule. Find the moments that worked. Cut the ones that didn't.

She sat on the parlor floor, back against the wall, and scrolled back to the mirror scene.

She watched herself fix her hair.

Then she froze.

In the mirror—behind her reflection—stood a woman.

She was wearing a dark dress. A white cloth covered her hair. Her skin was the color of old milk. And she was smiling.

Willa paused the video. Her own face in the frame was smiling too. But she hadn't been smiling at the mirror. She'd been looking at her phone. At herself.

The woman in the background hadn't been there.

She knew it.

She rewound. Watched again. The woman was there the whole time. Unmoving. Smiling.

Willa looked over her shoulder at the empty parlor. The mirror showed only her.

She looked back at the phone.

The woman was closer.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: The Second Hour
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She should have stopped.

Every survival instinct told her to cut the stream, run to her car, and never come back. But the viewer count hit fifty thousand. The comments were a waterfall. She was trending.

She went upstairs.

The stairs groaned under each step. The wood bent but didn't break. Halfway up, her ring light flickered. She tapped it. It stayed on.

The second floor had seven doors. She opened them one by one. An empty nursery with a cradle that rocked on its own—wind from a broken window, she told the chat. A sewing room with needles still stuck in a cushion. A bathroom with a clawfoot tub filled with black water.

Then the master bedroom.

The bed was enormous. A four-poster carved with faces—angels or demons, she couldn't tell. The mattress had collapsed in the middle, but someone had been lying there. The depression was fresh. The sheets weren't dusty like everything else.

"Okay, that's weird," she said. The chat agreed.

She walked around the bed, filming everything. The dresser. The empty fireplace. The window overlooking the front gate.

Then she pointed the camera at the bed.

On the screen, someone was lying in the depression.

The woman. Same dress. Same white headcloth. Same smile. Her hands crossed over her stomach. Her eyes open.

Willa lowered the phone.

The bed was empty.

She raised it again.

The woman was there. Still smiling. Still watching.

Willa backed away slowly. "I think I need a break," she said to the camera. "Bathroom. Two minutes."

She didn't go to the bathroom. She went to the corner of the room where the camera couldn't see her. She opened her photo gallery and scrolled through everything she'd filmed tonight.

The woman was in every shot. Every single one.
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